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      The Quiet Earth

      
      George looked at his mother in admiration. He didn’t think he’d ever seen her stand up to his father before. Her colour was
         heightened and her chest heaved, until she raised one workworn hand to the base of her throat and pressed it there, to recover
         her composure. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, she moved swiftly back to her chair.
      

      
      George met his sister Beth’s eyes, and raised his brows in silent enquiry. She gave a slight shake of her head and raised
         her shoulders in the suggestion of a shrug. She didn’t know what was up, either. George looked at Joseph, but his brother
         kept his eyes obstinately fixed on his breakfast. His colour was high and his arms lay at either side of his untouched plate,
         fists clenched …
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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      George Oaks sleepily opened his eyes, and nestled down further into the snug valley his body had made in the featherbed. Although
         he was engulfed in the warmth, his nose-end sensed the bitter cold of the February morning. He stretched out an exploratory
         hand to the other side of the bed, to find it deserted. Good! His younger brother Jonadab was up, taking his turn at tending
         the stock with the hired men.
      

      
      Their father, Jonadab the elder, was a bit of a martinet. In fact, his reputation in the nearby villages of Fadmoor and Gillamoor
         was that of a harsh man – harsh, but just. This was why, on Sunday mornings in winter, two of his three sons were allowed an extra hour in bed. They took this strictly
         in turns, week by week; one rising at six as usual, and the other two luxuriating in a further hour’s rest.
      

      
      Today, it was the turn of Jonadab, the twelve year old, to get up at the normal hour and go into the buildings to help the
         men with the milking, foddering up and cleaning out of the animals. It was a great responsibility for a boy of twelve for,
         as his father saw it, the sons were not there just to help the men but to keep an eye on them. Childhood was a luxury which
         could not be afforded on the Oaks’ farm in Sleightholmedale. Every member of the family worked as soon as they were able to
         walk; egg-collecting being the first childhood task.
      

      
      George poked his nose over the eiderdown. Like everything else on the bed, this was homemade, being just a patchwork bag,
         the inside of which had been liberally coated with candlegrease to make it impervious to the goose-feathers with which it was filled.
      

      
      Jonna had left the candle alight – a waste which would have enraged his father. In the flickering glow, George contemplated
         the frost patterns on the little window. They never ceased to fascinate him. The ferns, flowers and swirls which coated the
         insides of the windows on winter mornings seemed almost magical.
      

      
      His glance then moved to the single bed in the opposite corner of the room. There was no hump there to denote that his other
         brother, Joseph, was still sleeping. Instead, the covers were thrown back, and Joseph was gone.
      

      
      ‘By ’eck! Oor Joe’s nivver wekkened mi!’ George groaned, as he leapt from the bed. So great was his alarm at the thought of
         facing his father even a few minutes late for Sunday breakfast, that he didn’t even notice the icy coldness of the bedroom.
         Forgetting, in his haste, to put on his Sunday shirt, he pulled on his best blue serge trousers and tucked in his workday
         shirt before tightening his belt.
      

      
      His mam always made their clothes on the big side, allowing room to grow. In the case of the two eldest sons this was false
         economy, as Joseph at twenty and George at seventeen were stocky, well-built lads, who surely couldn’t fill out much more.
         Nevertheless, there were always two or three inches of spare round the tops of their trousers so that, in addition to their
         braces, the sons always wore a belt.
      

      
      George gave his face a perfunctory splash with the water from the basin on the wash-stand, thanking his lucky stars that his
         brothers had broken the film of ice on it. As he rubbed his face and hands on the rough towel, thriftily made from a flour
         sack, he reflected uneasily on the lack of sound from the kitchen below.
      

      
      The three boys slept in a room which was separate from the rest of the house, being reached by a ladder from the kitchen.
         Normally, all the sounds from below floated up, accompanying the smell of breakfast but, on this day, nobody spoke. Still
         wondering why Joseph hadn’t given him a shake, George gingerly descended the ladder, waiting for his father’s wrath to burst
         upon him. Despite his uneasiness, he relished the kitchen’s warmth which rose to meet him as he went down.
      

      
      The long deal table, scrubbed white after each meal, was surrounded by its full complement of family, apart from his grandparents,
         Joseph and Jane. They, being in their seventies and retired after toiling all their adult lives on this self-same farm, were
         treated more or less as honoured guests, rather than family.
      

      
      George glanced round the table, but no eye met his. All were busily engaged with their food, eyes down, knives and forks working.
         Was summat up, he wondered.
      

      
      At last, George brought himself to look at his father, who sat at the head of the table, dominating it by his size and the
         strength of his character. He was a tall man, lean but sinewy, strong as whipcord. His almost-black hair was flecked here
         and there with grey and, from under his heavy brows, icy blue eyes glared out like shafts of steel. Now they focused on George,
         piercing him until he felt the blood rising in his cheeks. Try as he would to please his father, he knew that he and Joseph,
         looking as they did like his mother, Annie’s, side of the family, always took second place to young Jonadab, who not only
         bore their father’s name but was, even now, a miniature edition of him.
      

      
      
      George’s tongue nervously wetted his lips. ‘Good morning, Mother, good morning, Faither,’ he croaked. He felt foolish that
         his father could reduce him to such a state. After all, he was almost grown up.
      

      
      ‘Thoo’s late.’ The accusing blue eyes never wavered.

      
      ‘Aye, Faither. Aah’m sorry. Oor Joe nivver wekkened me.’ George added the latter, feeling that Joe did deserve some of the
         blame.
      

      
      ‘Give him some breakfast, Ann.’ Jonadab nodded to his eldest daughter, who lived on the farm with her husband, John Waind.

      
      Ann rose silently from the table and crossed to the large fire-oven, where George’s breakfast of several rashers of fat bacon,
         two eggs and a slice of fried bread had been keeping warm. Placing it before him, she returned to her place on her mother’s
         right, with eyes downcast and not a word.
      

      
      George realised with a growing feeling of dread at the pit of his stomach, that no one but his father had spoken yet.

      
      Today should have been a happy day. Yesterday, after almost a month of being cut off by snow in the little dale, they had
         managed to get out, up the steep hill almost a mile in length, which separated Sleightholmedale from the outside world. Under
         the care of his married sister and her husband, he, Joseph and Beth had gone to a concert in Farmer Butler’s barn.
      

      
      In these entertainments, arranged to help the severe winters to pass, everyone who could sing, play an instrument or recite
         a poem was called upon to entertain the neighbours. Joseph had sung in his rich baritone and with great feeling, Drink To Me Only With Thine Eyes.
      

      
      George had noticed that the impassioned words were being directed at the Butlers’ second daughter, Mary, and wondered if his brother was a bit keen on her. He knew that
         at the Christmas barn dance, they’d danced together more than was really seemly.
      

      
      However, the few farming families in the district rarely had a chance to meet outsiders, so husbands and wives were usually
         chosen from their own community. Perhaps Joseph would start courting Mary Butler when he was twenty-one … George dragged his
         thoughts back to the table, as his father’s eyes swung from him to Joe.
      

      
      ‘Joseph,’ he stressed the full name, ‘had more on his mind than waking thee!’ As though to emphasise his words, he leapt to his feet,
         knocking over his Windsor chair. ‘Goo on!’ he bellowed, thumping with his clenched fist on the table. ‘Tell thi brothers and
         sisters what’s up!’
      

      
      ‘Nay, Jonadab! Not in front of the childer!’ exclaimed his wife.

      
      Martha and Maria, the little ones, strained forward excitedly, knowing that their father’s wrath was not directed at them.

      
      ‘Off wi’ thee! Into t’parlour, girls,’ said Annie, rising to usher them away.

      
      ‘Nay! Nay!’ thundered her husband. ‘Let ’em stop and hear what a brother they’ve got!’

      
      Annie hesitated. She rarely went against her husband’s wishes but this time she braved his anger. ‘Nay, they’re only bairns.
         I won’t have ’em hear such goings on,’ she protested, and hurried them from the table and into the next room.
      

      
      Closing the door behind them, she stood leaning with her back to it, her hands rolling and unrolling her white Sunday apron
         in her agitation.
      

      
      George looked at his mother in admiration. He didn’t think he’d ever seen her stand up to his father before. Her colour was
         heightened and her chest heaved, until she raised one workworn hand to the base of her throat and pressed it there, to recover her composure. Taking
         a deep breath to steady herself, she moved swiftly back to her chair.
      

      
      George met his sister Beth’s eyes, and raised his brows in silent enquiry. She gave a slight shake of her head and raised
         her shoulders in the suggestion of a shrug. She didn’t know what was up, either. George looked at Joseph, but his brother
         kept his eyes obstinately fixed on his breakfast. His colour was high and his arms lay at either side of his untouched plate,
         fists clenched.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ hurled his father at his lowered head. ‘Thoo’s such a man! Say what tha’s got to say. Come on! Out with it, then!’

      
      Joseph slowly raised his flushed face and looked defiantly round the table. ‘Aah’m off ti marry Mary Butler,’ he stated.

      
      ‘Go on! Tell ’em t’rest!’ came back his father’s voice like the crack of a whip. Joseph flinched under the attack. ‘Thoo means
         thoo’s got ti marry Butler’s lass. She’s in’t family way, carrying thi bairn. That’s right, isn’t it?’
      

      
      George could not believe his ears! Their Joseph and Mary Butler … doing that! When – where? His thoughts were in a turmoil.
         He and Joe had been so close, and yet his brother hadn’t confided in him. Of course, at seventeen, George knew that in the
         nearby villages there was many a hasty marriage and many a bairn born early.
      

      
      The Oaks, however, were strictly brought up and so indeed were the Butlers. The Bible was read by Jonadab to his brood every
         evening after supper, and all had to learn the Ten Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer at their mother’s knee, as soon as they
         could talk.
      

      
      ‘How dare thoo bring shame on our name?’ demanded his father. ‘Not only are thoo an Oaks, but thoo bears thi grandfather’s name and his faither’s afore him. A Joseph
         Oaks has farmed this land as long as folk can remember. It’s a name well-respected hereabouts and now thoo’s brought shame
         on it!’
      

      
      Joseph could bear it no longer. He rose slowly to his feet and looked miserably round the table. ‘I love Mary and Mary loves
         me,’ he said, staring defiantly at his father.
      

      
      ‘Love?’ scorned Jonadab. ‘Thoo’s loved not wisely, but too well, young man.’ His eyes fastened on George, who was sitting
         with knife and fork poised, mouth open. ‘Stop thi gawping and let thi meat fill thi mouth!’ he barked.
      

      
      George, for the first time ever, felt a twinge of pity for his father. The Oaks had farmed Aumery Park Farm for at least three
         generations and he knew his father was proud of the family name. Now his eldest son, the bearer of the name passed down from
         eldest son to eldest son, had brought disgrace to the family. Jonadab had always regarded himself as lucky to get the tenancy
         of this land which meant so much to him. His own elder brother, Joseph, had died soon after birth and he himself had treasured
         his inheritance, farming it wisely and bringing up his children strictly. He found it hard to believe that one of his own
         blood could be a sinner.
      

      
      Glancing at those still at the table, Jonadab spoke again, dispiritedly, even sadly. ‘Let thi brother’s conduct be a lesson,’
         he instructed. Drawing himself up to his full height, he reached for the family Bible, which lay on the dresser behind him.
         As he slowly turned the pages, his listeners glanced uneasily at each other. Joseph sank again to his chair.
      

      
      ‘Psalm fifteen – the gentleman’s psalm,’ his father began. ‘“Lord, who shall abide in Thy tabernacle? Who shall dwell in Thy holy hill? He that walketh uprightly, and worketh righteousness in his heart …”’
      

      
      Before he could continue, Joseph sprang to his feet. ‘I don’t need a Bible, Faither, ti speak my psalm!’ he interjected. ‘“O Lord, rebuke me not in Thine anger, neither chasten me in Thy hot displeasure. Have mercy upon me, for I am weak.”’ With that, he pushed his chair away and ran out of the kitchen, banging the door behind him.
      

      
      All eyes turned to Jonadab, who looked most discomfited at being bettered in his own house, where he was the expert in the
         Lord’s word. He looked down the table at his wife, but she threw her apron over her head and began to sob.
      

      
      Their father stared piercingly at each of his children. ‘That’s the last sinner this family will produce,’ he said heavily.
         ‘Thoo’ll apply thissens to thi work and thi Bible and when thoo goes out o’ this valley, thoo all sticks together.’
      

      
      Turning to the parlour door, which had opened a crack during the latter part of the proceedings, he said to Martha and Maria:
         ‘I heard thi at t’door. I reckons thoo couldn’t mek much on it, but thi brother’s done wrong and I hope as how God can find
         it in His heart to forgive him. Aah doon’t know as how I can.’
      

      
      At this stricture, Ann, Beth and Tamar joined in their mother’s quiet sobbing while, not to be outdone, Maria and Martha began
         to wail.
      

      
      ‘Shut thi row!’ Jonadab ordered, with impatience. ‘Trust womenfolk ti mak a meal on it, when owt goes wrong.’

      
      George hastily bolted the rest of his breakfast, now congealed and unappetising. The only other people at the table who were
         not sobbing and puffy-eyed were his brother-in-law John Waind, and his younger brother Jonna, who now caught his eye and smirked slightly.
      

      
      George felt his anger rise. The family would never be the same again and yet that silly gawk could do nowt but grin. John
         Waind’s face was set and George thought he knew the reason why. His sister Ann had been married to John for over a year now,
         and there was no sign of a bairn. Yet here was Joseph, begetting one without a marriage-band.
      

      
      His father looked round the table. ‘Come on, Mother. Get thissen ready. We’d best be off up ti Butlers’, an’ see what’s ti
         be done.’ Turning to his eldest daughter, he instructed: ‘Now, get on. Aah’m trusting thoo and John to keep them at it. There’ll
         be no service up at Fadmoor for you lot. Carry on wi’ t’Bible as we’ve done this last month.’ Turning to Maria and Martha
         he went on, ‘Have you lasses fed t’hens yet?’
      

      
      ‘No, Faither,’ they chorussed.

      
      ‘Well, off thoo goes then, and wrap up warm. Aah knows they’re not laying, but they’ve got to be fed.’ He then addressed George.
         ‘Goo find thi brother,’ he commanded. ‘Tell him to look sharp. Butlers has ti be seen and t’hoss won’t mek it up yon hill.
         It’ll have ti be shanks’ pony.’
      

      
      Not even waiting to put on his coat, George ran out into the bitter cold with just a washed sack over his shoulders. There
         were always plenty of these hanging behind the kitchen door, to be used as aprons for dirty jobs or hoods, capes and covers
         for the men in foul weather.
      

      
      He avoided the stable, knowing that the two farm lads would be in there, the warmest place on the farm, playing Merrills on
         the lid of a cornbin with some pegs or polishing brasses; passing the time until the hind’s wife eventually called them in
         for dinner.
      

      
      
      George flushed when he realised that this crisis not only affected them and the Butlers, but would be the talk of the neighbourhood.
         Some of their neighbours would be secretly gratified, he was sure, that this could happen to two families who considered themselves
         so virtuous.
      

      
      Rapidly running from building to building, and peering into the gloom of each, he skidded round, finding it difficult to keep
         his balance on the icy paving stones. When he came at last to the cow-house, there he found Joseph leaning against Blossom,
         his favourite cow. His arms were wrapped round the gentle beast’s neck and his face was buried in her warm side.
      

      
      Seeing that his brother’s shoulders were heaving in silent sobs, George put an arm round him. ‘Come on, Joe, Faither’s waiting.
         Thoo’s got ti face t’Butlers.’
      

      
      Joseph straightened up and smiled ruefully through his tears. ‘Aah’ve mucked things up good an’ proper, haven’t I?’ he murmured
         self-consciously.
      

      
      George had to acknowledge that this was true. He couldn’t imagine what the outcome would be. ‘Where’ll you live, when you’re
         wed?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘Aah don’t know,’ groaned Joseph. ‘Aah just don’t know what’s tiv ’appen.’

      
      ‘Doesn’t thoo love ’er, then?’ queried George.

      
      Joseph looked at him in amazement. ‘Love ’er?’ he repeated. ‘Love ’er? I worships ’er – she’s all t’world ti me!’
      

      
      ‘Oh, well.’ George was rather embarrassed at his brother’s intensity. ‘Aah reckons it’ll all turn oot all right, if thoo loves
         each other.’
      

      
      With that, they turned and went back to the house, Joseph’s arm resting across George’s shoulder.

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      When the two boys went back into the kitchen, all was bustle. Ann had set the two elder sisters on to do the vegetables while
         little Martha had been despatched to her grandparents’ bedroom with two mugs of tea.
      

      
      ‘Now don’t you say owt to ’em,’ she had been admonished by her eldest sister. ‘Just ask if they’re coming down yet. Faither
         doesn’t want ’em upset, at their age,’ she explained, as Joseph came in. He flushed, but didn’t answer as he mounted to the
         lads’ bedroom.
      

      
      As his feet disappeared overhead, George looked at his sisters. ‘This is a pretty kettle of fish,’ he said. ‘What’s goin’
         to happen?’
      

      
      ‘Ssssh!’ murmured Tamar. ‘Our Mam and Dad’s coming.’

      
      Jonadab and Annie entered from the parlour, arrayed in their Sunday best. His black Sunday suit had been brushed until not
         a speck remained thereon; his best boots were so highly polished as to mirror the glow of the fire. In his hand he carried
         a stovepipe hat while, above all his finery, his face was set in stern lines. Annie was also in black, from bonnet to her
         gleaming boots – shoes were not worn by the Oaks. Jonadab considered them to be ‘fancy fol-de-rols’ – of no use to hardworking
         folk. Annie’s funereal garb was relieved only by a white lace collar, and even this was fastened by a brooch of jet, purchased
         in a weak moment by her husband on a rare visit to Whitby. She treasured this as a visible sign of his affection, which he otherwise rarely displayed, mistaking gentleness for weakness.
      

      
      ‘Come on, young man!’ he bellowed up the ladder. ‘T’walk’ll tek us long enough, and we don’t want to be all day.’ As Joseph
         scrambled down in his blue serge suit with a white silk scarf knotted round his neck with deceiving casualness, his brothers
         and sisters looked on him in a fresh light. The girls could understand Mary Butler being swept away by him. Though stocky
         of build, he was not short, being just over medium height. His fresh, open face still bore traces of last summer’s tan, never
         lost through time spent indoors. He had tried to sleek down his unruly chestnut hair with water, but it sprang back in places
         in wayward cowlicks, as they were called in those parts. He stood looking at his parents, nervously twisting his cap in his
         hands.
      

      
      ‘By gum!’ thought George. ‘He’s not a bad-looking lad – in fact, he’s a man!’ This came as a revelation to him: although Joseph
         was twenty, his brother had never noticed the maturity which had lately come upon him. To George, he was just ‘oor lad’. Their
         father also, although he expected a man’s work from them, had kept them young through his domination and expectation of implicit
         obedience.
      

      
      His mother looked tenderly at her eldest son. She knew he had done wrong, but she also recalled her husband’s passion, held
         in check before their marriage only by his iron will and her fears. ‘Is thoo ready, lad?’ she enquired, softly.
      

      
      ‘Aye, Mam,’ he muttered.

      
      ‘Get thissen a stick, then,’ instructed Jonadab. ‘Yon hill’ll tek some mounting wi’ all t’ice on it.’

      
      With that, he led the way, wielding his crook like some patriarch of old, his wife and son following silently behind.

      
      Leaving the comfort of the warm kitchen, they passed the duck pond, still beneath a sheet of unbroken ice, and made their way without speaking to the bottom of the steep
         hill which led out of the dale.
      

      
      ‘Keep an eye on thi mother,’ said Jonadab. ‘It’s nobbut slippy up t’hill.’

      
      The silence having been broken, Annie and her husband carried on a desultory conversation, mainly discussing the work on the
         farm, and wondering if this was the end of the heavy snowfalls which had isolated them from the outside world for the last
         few weeks.
      

      
      Joseph could not bring himself to join in the talk, partly because he did not wish to draw his father’s attention to himself
         and also because his mind was teeming with thoughts and conjectures. He was over-joyed to be marrying Mary, but bitterly sorry
         about the circumstances. Though he remembered with delight their passion in the stolen moments in the hayloft at Christmas,
         he knew he had brought disgrace to both his family and hers. He realised that they must marry as soon as possible in the hope
         that people’s memories were short, but knew also that there would be plenty of old biddies and young ones, too, for that matter
         who’d be counting on their fingers when the bairn arrived.
      

      
      Where would they live? There was no room at Aumery Park Farm, he knew that full well. All five bedrooms were occupied so that
         even Uncle George, his father’s brother, was forced to sleep at the hind’s house where Dorcas, the wife of Bert Weald, the
         farm foreman or hind, provided lodgings for some of the farmworkers. Perhaps the Butlers would give them a home. Poor Joseph’s
         thoughts whirled round in his head, as they trudged up the steep road, slithering and sliding on the icy patches.
      

      
      The way to Fadmoor had never seemed so long and yet, on the other hand, it seemed no time at all before his father was knocking on the solid oak door of the Butlers’
         farmhouse.
      

      
      Constructed of local stone, the house was large and far more prosperous-looking than their own long, low, thatched home. John
         Butler, he knew, was in a secure financial position, being a yeoman farmer with a vote. As they waited, they heard footsteps
         echoing down the stone-flagged passage. Then the bolts were drawn back. That they had come to the front door was an indication
         of the importance and solemnity which Jonadab attached to their visit.
      

      
      The heavy door swung open, and John Butler stood before them, a stout man in his mid-fifties with a heavily-bearded, ruddy
         face. His usual jovial expression was now replaced by a grave look and his normally twinkling eyes were clouded. There were
         a few seconds of silence while he regarded them.
      

      
      ‘Now, John,’ said Jonadab, in embarrassment at their errand.

      
      ‘Now, Jonna,’ he answered, stepping aside. ‘Come thissen in Mrs Oaks, out o’ t’ cold.’ Without a word to the scarlet-faced
         Joseph, he ushered them into the front parlour and to seats by the fire. Annie glanced round surreptitiously as she settled
         herself, never before having been in the Butler’s best room. She was rather mortified to see that it was better furnished
         than her own parlour, having some bought rugs on top of the linoleum, not the traditional clip rugs which she and her daughters
         made during the winter evenings.
      

      
      As John Butler took her heavy cloak, his wife bustled in. ‘Good morning Mrs Oaks, Mr Oaks,’ she greeted them. ‘Now then, Joseph,’
         she added, and Joseph was relieved to see the trace of a smile on her face. ‘I’ll bring us some tea, and then we’ll all sit
         down and have a talk. Meanwhile, get yourselves warm,’ and she went out of the room.
      

      
      Joseph sat away from the fire, feeling in no need of warmth, bathed as he was in perspiration. He saw his father’s eyes fix
         him sardonically, as he passed the back of his hand over his brow.
      

      
      Jonadab sat back in his chair, one hand on each knee, talking in a low voice to John Butler. As they discussed the hard winter
         and the merits of their own particular animals, Joseph found himself longing for a glimpse of Mary. He ran a finger round
         the inside of his neckerchief, grown unaccountably tight, and glanced across at his mother for a look or smile of comfort.
      

      
      Annie, however, was still covertly eyeing the room, trying to remember the details to pass on to her daughters. Not all the
         chairs were wooden-seated. Some were upholstered in a rich, plum-coloured velvet, which matched exactly the tasselled drapes
         festooning the mantlepiece. In one corner of the room was a whatnot, its shelves crowded with dainty dishes, ewers and pottery;
         far finer than anything in her house. To her right was a pedestal table of rich, dark wood, polished to a high lustre. Though
         her own daughters spent hours polishing the oak furniture in the parlour with the best beeswax, they never achieved a sheen
         like that. Could it be that mahogany wood, she wondered.
      

      
      She only had time to take in the black marble clock on the mantlepiece when Ann Butler returned, carrying a teapot and water
         jug. Close behind her followed Mary with a tray containing teacups and saucers. She kept her eyes down as she crossed the
         room, placing the tray on one of the tables.
      

      
      Joseph’s heart leapt at the sight of his love. Her soft fair hair swung in ringlets, hiding her face as she bent over the
         tray, arranging the teacups. Stare as he might, Joseph could not draw her eyes to his but, as she busied herself with the cups he noticed that her hands were
         trembling.
      

      
      ‘Come back, Mary!’ her father instructed as she made for the door. ‘This concerns thee and t’lad more than anyone else.’ He
         turned to the Oaks. ‘We know why thoo’s come. She told her mam this morning.’ Mary reluctantly turned back into the room,
         her eyes brimming over and her cheeks rosy as she took her seat next to Joseph, whose hand found hers and squeezed it reassuringly.
      

      
      He cleared his throat. ‘Mr and Mrs Butler, Mother, Faither,’ he began. ‘Me and Mary’s sorry to bring this upon you, but we
         do love each other and I would have asked for her hand even if this hadn’t’ve happened.’
      

      
      Turning to John Butler he added, ‘I’m strong and hardworking Mr Butler, sir, and I’ll tek good care o’ Mary and t’bairn, nivver
         fear.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, lad,’ John Butler replied, ‘I knows as thoo’s a powerful lad and can work wi’ the best of ’em. Mary couldn’t have done
         better, but I wish it could have happened different.’
      

      
      ‘Well,’ said Mrs Butler in a businesslike voice, ‘what’s done cannot be undone and the best thing now is to get them wed as
         soon as we can. Don’t you agree?’ she added, turning to Annie Oaks.
      

      
      As Annie later confided to her eldest daughter, she was ‘fair flummoxed’. Obviously the young couple would have to marry and,
         just as obviously, the happy event must take place without delay. However, she knew her husband and realised that the Butlers
         were not reacting as he had expected.
      

      
      Jonadab placed both hands on the chair arms and strained forward, his blue eyes blazing in disbelief. ‘Nay, John! We’re here
         on the Lord’s day, faced wi’ a pair o’ sinners and is that all thoo’s got ti say?’ he spluttered. ‘Wrong’s wrong, and we cannot condone it.’
      

      
      Ann Butler leaned towards him, her hand placed placatingly on his arm. ‘Now, Mr Oaks,’ she interrupted, as he half-rose to
         begin his thundering condemnation of the young couple. ‘To forgive is not to condone. We can forgive our children, even when
         they’ve sinned, without condoning their actions.’
      

      
      As Jonadab sank back into his seat with a look of bewilderment on his face, he turned to his wife for support but she, not
         to be outdone, opposed him for the second time that day. ‘Come, Jonadab,’ she murmured soothingly, ‘to err is human, to forgive
         is divine.’ She looked round, rather proud of this statement. She wasn’t sure where she had heard it, but it certainly sounded
         good.
      

      
      For their part, Joseph and Mary sat side by side on the sofa, content to be together and only too happy that the arguments
         were not, as yet, aimed at them. Seeing that all attention was diverted from them, and seated as they were at the back of
         the room, they gave each other a shy smile that said more than a whole bookful of words. Mary blushed and gave Joseph’s hand
         a squeeze. Their eyes were then drawn back to the group by the fire, where the atmosphere was tense.
      

      
      John Butler had risen to his feet. ‘Do Aah take it, Jonadab, that thoo isn’t for t’marriage?’ he asked incredulously. ‘Surely
         thoo won’t see our Mary disgraced?’
      

      
      ‘Nay, nay, John. Aah just don’t think they should get off that easy,’ muttered Jonadab.

      
      ‘Easy?’ gasped Mrs Butler. ‘Our Mary hasn’t had it easy. Your lad only found out last night, but our Mary’s known this past month,
         while you were snowed up down in t’dale!’
      

      
      ‘Oh, poor lass,’ whispered Annie.

      
      
      All Jonadab Oaks’ dominance had deserted him. He had been prepared to see John Butler take a whip to Joseph and thrash him
         but now it seemed that events were being taken out of his hands. ‘Where’ll they live?’ he queried. ‘We’ve no room down in
         t’dale.’
      

      
      ‘We’ve a room empty. It’s only a little one next to the apple room, but it’s cosy,’ countered Mrs Butler.

      
      ‘Thoo means thoo’ll find him work?’ demanded Jonadab.

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      ‘But what am Aah to do without him? Aah can’t get a man in his place till t’Martinmas hirings.’ Jonadab was losing ground
         and he knew it. Since hearing Joseph’s news that morning, he had been bent on revenge and punishment for the slur on his family’s
         good name. And the Butlers’, of course, he hastened to add to himself. Now it appeared the Butlers were not out for vengeance
         on Joseph. As long as the wedding could take place quickly, to protect their lass, they were content to let things go. Not
         only that! He realised that he was about to lose his eldest son, one of the strongest lads and best workers in the district.
         Joseph suddenly grew in stature in his father’s eyes, and became a most desirable and dependable worker.
      

      
      There was yet another shock in store for the Oaks, however. John Butler stood with his back to the fire, thumbs tucked into
         his braces.
      

      
      ‘Aah sent me lad early on to Gillamoor with a note to t’parson. Aah’ve got an interview this morning. If we go over now and
         sign t’papers, t’first banns might be read tonight, at Evensong. That way, the young folk can be wed within the month.’
      

      
      Annie gasped and raised her hand to her throat, in an involuntary movement. ‘So soon?’ she whispered, looking across at her firstborn son. Was she to lose him so quickly?
      

      
      ‘Aye, Mrs Oaks. It’s a ball that unwinds itself. There’ll be no hiding our Mary’s condition if we hang about, so we must be
         quick.’ He looked at Jonadab. ‘Thy lad’s under twenty-one, so thoo’ll have to sign and give permission,’ he added.
      

      
      As if in a dream, Jonadab rose to his full height. ‘Thoo’s got it all arranged, then?’ he challenged.

      
      ‘It’s for the best, Mr Oaks,’ said Mrs Butler. ‘What has to be, will be – and we don’t want to stand in their way, do we?’

      
      ‘No …’ Jonadab answered. Of course he wanted the wedding, but he was master in his own house and was not used to being gainsaid.
         He liked to hold the reins with a firm hand and drive his family along his chosen track. Now the initiative had been taken
         from him and he found it hard.
      

      
      ‘I told my lad to get the pony and trap ready when you arrived. If we tek the young couple now, we can leave the womenfolk
         to make the rest of the arrangements.’ John Butler strode to the door and held it open. ‘Come along then,’ he said, gathering
         them in with his glance. He swept them out into the passage, when they barely had time to put on their outdoor clothes before
         he whisked them into the pony trap and away towards Gillamoor.
      

      
      Time passed quickly for the two mothers left behind. Annie Oaks was shown the room where Mary and her son would sleep, and
         she was surprised to see that, though none of the Butlers used it, it already held a bed and some furniture.
      

      
      ‘Funnily enough, we’ve been making a clip rug for t’bedside and it’s nearly done,’ observed Ann Butler. ‘They’ll be cosy here,
         and there’s room for a crib when t’time comes.’
      

      
      Annie Oaks felt rather strained and embarrassed. Although outgoing and friendly, the other woman used little of the dialect common in the dales. Annie wasn’t sure whether
         she was putting it on, or was really what she herself labelled ‘a bit uppity-like’. When they returned to the parlour, she
         noted once again the differences between this room and her own. She knew that the land down in Sleightholmedale was fertile
         and highly-productive and that Jonadab was a good farmer, and yet their house had changed little since his father had inherited
         it from old Grandad Oaks. The furniture was good, solid, English oak. She and the girls kept it spotlessly clean and highly
         polished but, though they tried to soften the chairs with patchwork cushions, and the room was brightened by windowsills crowded
         with geraniums, she had to admit that her home fell far short of Ann Butler’s in elegance.
      

      
      She wished that Jonadab thought a bit more about the house, but realised that as long as he was comfortable and well-fed,
         any more was dismissed by him as fancy and beneath contempt. Nevertheless, she determined that on her next visit to Kirkbymoorside
         market, she’d buy one of those japanned trays with flowers on, to prop up on the dresser.
      

      
      It seemed no time at all before the rest of the group were back, both husbands with set faces and the newly-betrothed pair
         looking downcast.
      

      
      ‘Is all fixed then?’ asked Annie Oaks, looking from one face to another, in perplexity. ‘Mrs Butler’s just been saying t’wedding’ll
         be a bit early in the year for some nice sprigged muslin she’s seen –’
      

      
      ‘It’s not too early for owt, woman! Not too early at all,’ Jonadab broke in, his face set in a frown and his eyes flashing.

      
      The two women looked at each other. Surely nowt could have gone wrong? John Butler’s face was ruddier than ever; in fact, it was beginning to mottle with purple. ‘We forgot Lent!’ he explained.
      

      
      ‘What about Lent?’ Annie Oaks knew it would soon be Pancake Day, but couldn’t see why it should affect Joseph’s marriage.

      
      John looked uncomfortable. ‘T’vicar won’t marry ’em in Lent. Certain things,’ he reddened even more at having to explain in
         mixed company, ‘certain things has to be done wi’out in Lent. Thoo knows,’ he finished lamely.
      

      
      All now looked uncomfortable and embarrassed, avoiding each other’s eyes. They all made personal sacrifices for Lent, but
         had forgotten in their stress of the day that no marriages took place in that period.
      

      
      ‘It’s because we’re Dissenters,’ burst out Jonadab. ‘Aah even offered ti tek Joseph home wi’ us, straight after t’wedding
         breakfast, till Easter, but he’d have none of it.’
      

      
      ‘That’s nonsense, Jonna, and tha knows it.’ John Butler interrupted his neighbour’s outburst. ‘Easter it’s to be an’ we must
         mek t’best on it.’ He was lapsing into the vernacular, in his annoyance.
      

      
      ‘There’s one thing,’ Ann Butler said. ‘It gives us longer to get Mary’s things ready. All my girls have been working on their
         bottom drawers since their twelfth birthdays, so it’s only clothes she’ll need.’
      

      
      ‘Same with mine,’ Annie Oaks said with satisfaction.

      
      Every bride’s bottom drawer was a matter of pride. From an early age girls sewed, crocheted and embroidered until they had
         a sufficiently large collection of household linen to last them many years of marriage. As they grew older and were allowed
         a portion of the egg-money by their mothers, they bought jugs, plates and other crockery from the stalls on market days.
      

      
      Although the country markets were mainly for the sale of farm produce – eggs, honey and the like – there were always a few stalls selling pots, tinware, besoms and other items.
      

      
      ‘Come on, Missus. We’ve done all that can be done this mornin’.’ Jonadab was grim-faced and rather resentful at the way things
         had gone. He felt that John Butler had been a bit high-handed in the way he’d handled the whole affair. He still felt that
         the couple, whose actions he could only think of as wanton, were escaping too easily considering the way they’d misbehaved.
      

      
      His attitude to Joseph was, however, tempered when he realised he was soon to lose him, and he appreciated for the first time
         the lad’s efforts on the farm. Up to now, he’d tended to take them for granted. Anyway, Mary Butler was older than Joseph,
         and should have known better. It was a maid’s duty to resist a man’s advances, he considered.
      

      
      As Mary brought Annie’s cloak in from the passage, he regarded his future daughter-in-law for the first time, with interest.
         She was a bonny enough lass, he grudgingly admitted. Her complexion was fair and her eyes an unusual shade of hazel, flecked
         almost with green. These were enhanced by the green plaid dress she wore – a bit fancy for his liking, nipped in well at the
         waist, showing off her trim figure. A bit on the slight side for childbearing, he considered. However, she’d soon be Joseph’s
         wife and a handsome pair they’d certainly make.
      

      
      ‘I’ll see that the word’s spread round the villages that they’ve been betrothed since Christmas,’ said Ann Butler. ‘With the
         weather as it’s been and you fastened in down there, they’ll not think it odd that there’s been no announcement made.’
      

      
      Mary spoke for the first time. ‘How many bridesmaids can I have, Mam?’ she asked nervously.

      
      
      ‘Just our Elizabeth, I think,’ Ann answered consideringly. ‘We don’t want a big splash, under the circumstances.’

      
      As the Butlers ushered them to the door, Joseph looked back at Mary. Eeh, but she was lovely. He could hardly believe that
         in seven weeks they’d be wed. He wondered what it would be like living here. He knew that John Butler, albeit a strict employer,
         lacked his father’s harshness, and his dedication to the land. Maybe he’d have it a bit easier, but he thought guiltily of
         his two brothers. ‘It’ll be hard on oor George and Jonna,’ he pondered.
      

      
      It was now past noon, and a pale sun had struggled through, melting the ice which had coated the road but not making the hill
         any easier to negotiate. They made their way down in silence, each deep in thought as they struggled through the cart tracks,
         the mud clinging to their boots with tenacity, as though to hold them back. It was with relief that they reached the valley
         floor and knew that the last couple of hundred yards were on level ground.
      

      
      Each reflected on the morning’s events. Each saw them from a different viewpoint, but each came to the same conclusion: ‘It’s
         been a rum morning.’
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      As they entered the porch, Jonadab motioned to Joseph and Annie to pull off their sodden boots and leave them there until
         after dinner. When his father pushed open the door into the kitchen, Joseph sniffed in appreciation of the warmth and appetising
         smell which greeted them. The table was set and the elder sisters began to bustle about with steaming hot pans.
      

      
      ‘We s’ll gan an’ change oor stockings and expect t’dinner ti be on t’table when we comes down,’ Jonadab instructed his daughters
         as he strode across the room. He was back in his own domain, where his word was law. ‘Maister in mi own house’, as he would
         have put it. He paused by the far door, his gaze directed towards the two little girls playing on the rug beside the fire.
      

      
      ‘Now, oor Martha and thoo Maria! Thoo knows better than ti have thi dolls out on t’Sabbath. We’ll have no wayward maids in
         this house!’ He glared round at his family before following his wife and banging the door behind him.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Joseph had scuttled up the ladder to change his own long woollen stockings. He felt he could be in for a rough
         time, and wanted to avoid his father for as long as possible. George shot after him. ‘What’s gone on, Joe? What’s happened?’
         he asked anxiously. ‘We expected thoo’d come back black and blue from old Butler.’
      

      
      ‘Nay,’ answered Joseph, rubbing some warmth into his feet with the coarse towel, before pulling on a pair of clean, dry socks.
         ‘They were all right, really. Not mad or owt. In fact, when Faither lost his temper, they cooled him down.’
      

      
      ‘When’s thoo gettin’ wed, then?’ asked George. He had never known such a day in his life. Here was their Joe, only three years
         his senior and yet already looking a man. He was off to be wed and had fathered a bairn, and all. It defied George’s imagination.
         He couldn’t believe all that had happened since he first woke up. No wonder Joe had forgotten to wake him!
      

      
      ‘Easter,’ hissed Joseph. ‘Come on, or Faither’ll be back.’

      
      Down in the kitchen, Jonadab and Annie had not yet made a reappearance, but Ann Waind was carrying a huge platter, bearing
         a joint of salted beef and a prodigious amount of suet pudding. This she placed before her father’s seat, while her sisters,
         Beth and Tamar, set out the vegetables. Ann felt a sense of, not exactly resentment, more of disappointment. She was a quiet,
         home-loving young woman, who was longing for a baby.
      

      
      ‘If only it could have been me,’ she thought sadly.

      
      George and young Jonna helped their grandparents, Joseph and Jane, to the table and all stood, waiting behind their chairs,
         for Jonadab’s entrance. When he strode in, he stood at the head of the table and glared sternly round. Little Martha, the
         seven year old, scraped her foot on the floor in her anxiety to stand up straight. As her father’s disapproving gaze moved
         to her, she blushed and hung her head.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ he demanded.

      
      ‘Sorry, Faither,’ she whispered.

      
      Once silence had fallen and all eyes had closed before his, he surveyed his flock. Seemingly satisfied, he closed his own
         eyes and raised his head slightly. There was no bowing of his head before the Lord for Jonadab Oaks. He respected his God, but more as an equal.
      

      
      ‘Oh Lord, bless this food tiv oor use, and us ti Thy service,’ he intoned.

      
      ‘Ame…’ began voices from various places round the table. They were cut short, however, when, with a raising of his voice,
         he continued: ‘… and forgive them among us who has sinned.’ He then whipped open his eyes, to catch with satisfaction the
         flush which darkened young Joseph’s neck. The family all drew back their chairs and stools and took their places, ready to
         enjoy the belated meal. As was the custom, they ate in comparative silence, the only voice to break it being, predictably,
         that of Jonadab senior.
      

      
      ‘Noo then, them as eats maist puddin’ gets maist meat.’ It was one of his few witticisms. The older boys and girls were now
         wise to his words, but Martha and Maria still believed their father, outdoing each other in their efforts to eat great portions
         of the suet pudding.
      

      
      The older children had learnt that those who ate most pudding had no room for much meat, and so there would be plenty left
         to be eaten cold. Maria and Martha, however, still tried to consume as much suet duff, or Yorkshire pudding, as possible,
         being then unable to tackle much of anything else.
      

      
      As on every Sunday, a fire had been lit in the parlour and here, after finishing off their dinner with a pint pot of tea,
         the parents and grandparents betook themselves. While they sat around the peat fire, banked up with logs to give a cosy flame,
         Jonadab intended to break the news to his parents of the catastrophe which had struck the family.
      

      
      The rest of them cleared the kitchen table, where they would all gather when the girls had washed up the pots. This was not
         a straightforward task, especially as no less than twelve people had sat round the table for the midday meal. After the plates had been washed with
         water heated over the fire, the knives and two-pronged forks were rubbed bright with sand from the sand-jar. It was one of
         young Jonna’s jobs to see that there was always a good supply in the jar. This he provided by scraping a piece of sandstone
         with a flat knife. The iron cooking pots and pans were also scrupulously cleaned with sand, before being rinsed and then dried
         with yet another recycled flour bag. Once they had passed Ann Waind’s inspection, they were hung from the rafters of the kitchen
         ceiling; the plates were arranged on the dresser and the cutlery placed in a wooden box on a shelf above the stone sink.
      

      
      Taking off her apron and placing it in the top drawer of the dresser, Ann motioned her sisters to do the same. She realised
         that, like herself, the others were dying to hear Joseph’s tale. There was, however, one more task before they could settle
         down.
      

      
      ‘Goo across ti t’spring, lads, and fetch t’water in,’ she instructed. The three brothers seized the two great water barrels
         which stood on the floor near to the sink, and rolled them through the door. Once outside, they were loaded on to a sled for
         the short trip across the road. Taking them across was an easy job, but bringing them back, full, was a different matter.
      

      
      The spring which gurgled down the hillside was caught when it reached the road, in a long stone trough. The Oaks were fortunate
         in that the spring never dried up, no matter how hot the summer, and the water was always sweet, cool and sparkling. ‘T’best
         water in all t’county,’ was Jonadab’s boast, though how he could substantiate the claim without tasting all the rest was debatable.
      

      
      The three boys had what were called ‘lading cans’, like spoutless metal jugs. These they used to scoop up the water from the trough and empty it into the barrels. Both George
         and Jonna were dying with curiosity as to what had happened at the Butlers’ that morning, but Jonna daren’t voice the question
         which swirled round in his mind and, as for George, he’d already gleaned one bit of information which he felt would satisfy
         him until Joseph unburdened himself to them all.
      

      
      As they worked, they heard the sound of a horse’s hooves coming towards them from further down the valley. As the rider drew
         near, he reined in his horse and halted. Looking up, the brothers saw that he was obviously one of the aristocracy. His horse
         was a fine specimen and the cut of his immaculate fawn coat and the sheen on his highly-polished riding boots proclaimed that
         money was no object.
      

      
      ‘Is the water fit to drink?’ he drawled.

      
      ‘Why, yes, sir!’ young Jonna was eager to answer. ‘We drinks nowt else!’

      
      ‘Get me a drink of it, then,’ he commanded. Joseph felt resentful at his attitude but passed up a lading can full of the clear,
         ice-cold liquid. To his anger, it was dashed from his hand by the stranger.
      

      
      ‘Good God, man! Surely you don’t expect me to drink from that?’ he sneered. ‘Is it too much to expect you to get a tumbler
         from the house?’
      

      
      Joseph flushed but did not reply. He crossed the road and opened the kitchen door. ‘Will you bring a cup?’ he called, and
         returned to filling the water-barrels, studiously avoiding looking at the stranger.
      

      
      Tamar came over and held the cup beneath the spring to catch the water. The stranger eyed her appreciatively as she approached
         him with the drink. She had a neat, trim figure and her merry, elfin face was framed by curling tendrils of dark hair. Her
         eyes were of an unusual amber shade, fringed by black lashes.
      

      
      As she held the cup up to him, the rider clasped her hands for longer than was necessary, and smiled deep into her eyes.

      
      ‘Thank you. That was truly refreshing.’ He raked her figure boldly with his eyes as he handed the cup back to her. Tamar lowered
         her lashes over the fascinating tawny eyes and gave him a coquettish glance as she returned reluctantly to the house. As she
         entered, she looked back over her shoulder to find that, as he moved slowly off, he was still watching her. As his eyes met
         hers once again, he raised his riding crop and spurred his horse to a canter.
      

      
      Tamar re-entered the kitchen with a secret smile. It was the first taste of the power over men which was developing in her,
         and she relished the feeling.
      

      
      Once the two barrels were full, the wooden lids were pushed firmly on and then the two elder brothers seized the leather strap
         attached to the front of the sled and pulled it across to the house, while Jonna followed behind, steadying the barrels. With
         the skill born of long practice, Joseph and George rolled each barrel on its rim, keeping it as upright as possible, into
         the kitchen. By the time the barrels were standing in their place, Jonna had propped up the sled by the house wall and, as
         he entered, the three turned to see the rest of the family sitting round the table, waiting expectantly.
      

      
      ‘Come on, Joe! We’re all dying to know what’s gone on!’ exclaimed Tamar.

      
      George looked across at her. ‘It’s not seemly to be making sheep’s eyes at any man, especially one of t’gentry,’ he chided.
         Although Tamar was only his junior by a year, he felt that somebody should check her behaviour.
      

      
      Her eyes narrowed and she glared across the table at him, before bursting out: ‘Aah did no such thing!’ George did not bother to reply. There were far more important matters
         to be discussed.
      

      
      Joe looked round. ‘Well,’ he began, ‘it were odd, really. I expected Mr Butler ti take a stick ti me. Aah knows our Dad would
         a’ done if it had been t’other way round.’
      

      
      There was a murmur of agreement round the table. ‘Any’ow, t’Butlers were all right. You could see they weren’t suited, but
         bent on makin’ t’best on it.’
      

      
      ‘Did they shout at thi, or owt?’ interposed Jonna, seemingly disappointed that there’d been no high drama.

      
      ‘No. Mistress Butler seemed nice as pie.’ Here, he came to a stop. It was awkward with the three younger ones there, all ears.
         John Waind, too, had been a bit funny, not saying much. Joseph was well aware that his conduct had been inexcusable but, by
         ’eck, he thought, it hadn’t seemed like sin.
      

      
      ‘Aah’m sorry. I know what Aa’ve done will reflect on all t’family,’ he said earnestly. ‘Aah disn’t want folk sayin’ as ’ow
         t’Oaks is a flighty lot, or owt.’ He was a sensitive lad and knew well enough that his own actions might well affect Beth
         and Tamar’s marriage chances. Many families in the district were, like themselves, Methodists, rather narrower and stricter
         in outlook than ‘Church folk’.
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